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Tap the Imagination: Read! Write!
ARTICLE BY DIANNE

Ross;

ILLUSTRATIONS BY PAUL ASHCRAFT

During our Writer's Workshop, I
asked my fourth and fifth grade writers
to help me to define the imagination.
These students gave varied answers to
suit their personalities.
"It's like when you read chapter
books and you form your own pictures,"
was Sue's response. We agreed that you
do form mental images relating to the
characters and setting of the story when
you read.
"Remember when you read Oh the
Places You'll Go? It was the words from
that book that I saw in my imagination,"
Tom contributed. I had at the beginning
of the year read this book to all of the
upper elementary classes at the elementary school where I am the literacy
teacher and Tom remembered the
descriptive words.
According to Jon, "The imagination is
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pictures in my head like on a video."
And Rick, ever the materialist, said,
"The imagination is what it would be like
to be rich, really rich!"
We decided that the imagination is
the interesting part of learning; that the
imagination sets the stage for reading
and writing. Without the imagination,
students will continue to say, "Reading
is boring!" or "I have nothing to write
about."
What is the imagination?
We have no standardized tests to
measure the imagination, but this does
not mean that its education can be
neglected (Sloan, 1991). Through the
power of the imagination, we live our
lives. We participate in the society in
which we live, sifting, considering, evaluating, trying-on the various situations
of our daily existence. Connecting the
imagination with the personal narrative
that is constantly played in our heads,
we are able to dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan,
criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate,
love, all in the narrative imagination. In
order to really live, we make-up stories
about ourselves and others, about the
personal as well as the social past and
future (Hardy, 1975). From the time we
get up in the morning until we drift to
sleep at night, the narrative imagination
is at work in our consciousness. We
replay our day with the characters of our
lives present.
All of this is enhanced by the narrative imagination. When we plan for the
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future, we are imagining, making up, fantasizing, what we hope tomorrow will
bring. From these wonderful workings
of our inner selves, come the material
for writing. For when we turn inward
and begin to tell our stories from the
inner workings of our own minds, then
our stories take on strong voice and
become our own.
We find in our stories that the imagination is tied to the aesthetic response
in literature. The capacity of the human
brain to evoke images of things or
events not present or even never experienced, is undoubtedly an important element in art. This imaginative capacity is
not limited to art but is basic to any kind
of verbal communication. It is sometimes seen as the essence of language
which enables us to deal with things and
events that are not present or that may
not have occurred (Rosenblatt, 1978).
This imaginative capacity is the experience that a reader has when she interacts with the text and the same is true of
the writer when he interacts with the
written word. Thinking of the imagination as an aesthetic response is a way of
ordering our thought processes. We
approach the narrative imagination as a
way of creating. Susanne Langer
observes that, "Life is incoherent unless
we give it form" (Langer, 1953). From
the inner narrative imagination comes
the form of reporting the events of our
lives. We add to, subtract from, compose, orchestrate and enact daily in our
inner narrative imagination.

with a mix of writing strategies: writing
process, whole language strategies, story
starters, journals, etc. Nowhere in our
writing or reading curriculums do we
find instruction for using the imagination. No one seems to have made the
connection, the ah-ha that says without
a fertile imagination, successful experiences in reading and writing are virtually
impossible. It is true unless you have a
wonderful, rich imagination in the mind
of the child that will provide the inspiration to be fully involved in reading and in
writing, you will have children who continue to say, "Reading is boring!" and "I
have nothing to write about." We must
work on the imagination of our students.
For the imagination is there by varying
degrees in the minds of these children.
As teachers, we can heighten the intensity of the imagination by providing rich
experiences to prime the mind.
We need a curriculum rich in content
which provides ways to use the imagination as an in~egral part of reading and
writing experiences. One way is to provide quality literature which will serve to
prime the pump for these children raised
on predigested television and video
games.
Born of the imagination, literature has
the capacity to educate and expand the
imagination. Literature is concerned
with creating possible models of human
experience, not directly concerned with
the actual environment but with a world
constructed out of that environment; the
imaginative writer tells of a world that is
but never was (Sloan, 1974). Literature
provides the material for creating a welldeveloped imagination through the various genres.
The various genres offer wide selections for fueling the inner narrative
imagination. Realistic fiction offers
either a mirror or a window into someone else's life and a look (through the
imagination) of what might be (Cullinan,
Galda, 1995). Charlotte Huck says that

Literature feeds the imagination.
The place of the imagination in our
almost 21st century schools has been
ignored in our curriculum. As teachers,
we have been trained to approach reading instruction with a mix of whole language, phonetic instruction, comprehension, fluency, narrative and expository
text structures, etc. We have been
trained to approach writing instruction
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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folktales can kindle the child's imagination. Behind every great author, poet,
architect, mathematician, or diplomat is
a dream of what that person hopes to
achieve. This dream or ideal has been
created by the power of the imagination
(Huck, 1989). Symbol and metaphor
invite the young writer to read for different and deeper meanings. We can share
with children works of the imagination,
those sounds deepest in the human
heart often couched in symbol and
meta~hor. These wonderful literary
experiences don't give children pat
answers. Rather, they invite children to
go within themselves to listen to the
sounds of their own hearts (Paterson,
1989).
For the writers in my class, literature
has provided a feeding for the inner narrative imagination. We discussed Where
the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak
and looked again at how Max was able
to go into himself to his own narrative
dialogue, when his Mom was angry at
him and sent him to bed without eating
anything. The students recalled that here
in the story, Max's imagination takes
over. And the reason for this book's
tremendous popularity is that it taps the
well of stories that children have told
themselves forever. "Ok, you don't want
me to be a wild thing. I'll show you. I'll
run away to where I am appreciated. I'll
go to the land of the wild things where
I'll be able to tame the wild things with a
single look. Why those wild things will
be so frightened, that they will call me
the wildest thing of all" (Sendak, 1963).
Sendak's Max provided interesting discussion for my class. I used this book as
the example for a mini-lesson on the
inner narrative dialogue. From our writing, the topic of the unfairness of the
adult world was found in several pieces
(see Writing Examples #1 and #2).
In selecting literature to model the
inner narrative, there are many titles
available covering a wide range of topMICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

ics. Among some of our favorite titles
from the fourth and fifth graders are
Fran Ellen's House, The Bear's House
by Marilyn Sachs, Tar Beach by Faith
Ringgold and The Piggybook by Anthony
Browne. These excellent selections of
children's literature can be used in minilessons to show the importance of getting in touch with the inner narrative.
In the inner workings of the imagination, we find out how it is to be a child.
Through literature which provides the
stimulation for writing, the narrative
imagination is allowed to express itself
in the child's words. A classroom
teacher doesn't need story starters, or
other contrived situations which have
little or no worth to the child because
they are not his or her own story.
Instead, the child goes to the imagination to find rich stories born of his own
needs, to tell and to write. Far too often,
we turn away from the real world of the
child and focus on the artificial world of
school. When we do this, we lose the
important voice of expressive writing.
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Writing Example #1-Ben

Writing Example #2 - James

-~

simple happening that he found from his
diary.
We are all learning to look at life as a
writer. When the students look at their
own lives for topics, they are dealing
with information which has meaning and
importance for them.

The Imagination and
Expressive Writing
The expressive form of writing is
writing that is closest to the self. This
type of writing forms the matrix for
other forms of writing. To really function as a writer, the student must learn
to write first in this expressive mode
(Britton, 1975). By writing in the expressive mode, we are focusing on what is
closest to the self. Using this format, we
give validity to the personal world of the
child. When we begin our writing program in the function of personal writing,
we are forming a bridge between school
and home. This bridge is an important
aspect of the writing program, for it
gives validity to the world outside of
school, the one that is closest to the
child.
One writing exercise,which begins in
expressive writing, involves having students use their narrative imagination in
writing by keeping a diary of "24 Hours
in the Life of _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ ." I
ask the writers to use the folded piece of
paper to note the important things that
have happened to them over the past 24
hours. I prime the pump by asking them
to imagine that they are writers and
from a writers perspective they are to
look for material from their own lives
that they can use for writing. When I
teach writers how to look for ideas for
their own writing, I model an entry in my
own diary from my own life. I show my
students how I can take a small happening and turn it into a story.
Sometimes, all one needs is a word or
a phrase to remember with clarity what
happened. I show the fledgling writers
how to be selective in their entries and
how not to merely report but rather to
involve the reader in their lives.
Ben, a fifth grader from my writer's
Workshop, kept the following 24 Hour
diary (Example 3).
After careful consideration, he wrote
the following story (Example 4) from a
MI CHIGAN READING JO URNAL

The imagination furnishes
stories from our life scripts
In providing children with writing that
has meaning and relates to their lives,
I've had my fourth grade Chapter I students write about things that matter to
them. All of us have our own stories to
tell. These stories from the heart of our
lives form the basis of our memories and
the foundation for our writing. Lucy
Calkins says that everyone has a story to
tell. The question is, will he tell the story
to you? (Calkins, 1986). In creating the
kind of classroom where the atmosphere
is safe and the children feel good about
themselves and about each other, you
open the door to a wider range of writing topics. For beneath the layers of
resistance, we have a primal need to tell
our stories. We need to make our words
beautiful and we need to be free to say
to others, "This is me. This is my story,
my life, my truth." We indeed need to be
heard because it validates us as human
beings. When our students are involved
and writing from their own lives, they
are not writing fake, make-believe. They
do not write about how it would feel to
be a certain book character or write letters from one character to another (pretending to know what is in someone
else's mind or intentions). Instead, they
write about what stirs their heart and
what matters to them. This is the value
of bringing the stories of the child and of
the family to the classroom.
In the mini-lesson that I use with
Writer's Workshop, I include my family
story. I spend a lot of time in the
rehearsal stage of writing, telling and
discussing. This modeling is a talk30
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Writing Example #3 - Ben's Diary
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through of my story. When I have finished, my students know me in different
roles, as a mother, as someone who
loves her family very much, and as
someone with a life very far from the
classroom. They see my son as a little
boy who wanted something very much
and had to live without having that wish
fulfilled. They look at our lives in a different way. When I write with the class, I
use the overhead projector and model
my story for the class. It adds meaning
when children can hear as well as see
my lessons.
The following story is one that Judy
wrote from her own family lore.
Donald Graves says that everything
we tell is a fiction. It is a version of what
we have experienced as true (Graves,
1989). I tell my young writers that their
stories are just their own version of
what they see as the truth. I also tell
them that when they recall their memories, they can chose to tell their own version of their experience. This means that

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

they can selectively remember, doctor
up memories, in short, perhaps embellish their truth. My street-wise students
who know a great deal about life at even
this early age, become almost
Puritanical in their morality, "Lie, you
want us to lie? Are you sure?" Then I go
on to tell them that writers write fiction
from their own experiences and selectively remember what happened to
them, doctor-up their memories and
even make-up their own stories. Every
day, this is where real writers get the
stories that they tell: from the fiction of
their own life or from someone else's. It
is through a trip into the narrative imagination that the best of stories is born.
Creative imagery gives power
to the imagination.
An excellent approach to the narrative imagination and its wonderful
resources is done by way of exercises in
creative imagery. Creative imagery is a
process through which a person can ere-
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ate a visual picture of an object, event,
or situation in his or her mind's screen.
We have often said that a picture is
worth a thousand words. Imagery clearly
demonstrates the validity and accuracy
of this statement. Some researchers feel
that more than 400/4 of each class is comprised of predominately "visual learners."
Boys and girls find creative imaging a
very successful learning experience.
Humans naturally think in visual images.
Imagery is one way for all children,
regardless of learning style or ability, to
have success. Children experience a
heightened awareness of what they are
visualizing and are able to add their own
creative interpretation. Learning
becomes more exciting when there is
the personal involvement that is found in
creative imaging.
I have used creative imaging to set the
stage for various thematic units.
Through metacognitive structuring, students have recalled prior knowledge,
added their own thoughts and beliefs to
the learning and solidified what is
already known about the topic. The four
major conditions that are helpful to student's learning the art of imaging are:
identification, relaxation, acceptance
and concentration (Bagley, Lavin, 1988).
Each of these steps helps prepare the
student for the experience of imaging.
Identification is the first condition necessary to evoke images. This is the "activation" stage, where the student asks
his/her mental computer to recall what
is known about the topic to be imaged.
By allowing the student to know what
the topic of imaging will be, you are setting the stage for the imaging experience.
The second condition for imaging is
relaxation. I ask my students to sit in a
comfortable position with both feet flat
on the floor and hands open in the lap. I
ask them to empty their minds of every
distraction and allow only thoughts of
MI CH IGAN R EADING J OURNAL

the topic to come into their consciousness.
The next condition of imagery is
acceptance. The imagery will come free
and from the imagination. One cannot
predict where the images will take the
mind.
The final condition of imagery is concentration. The stronger the concentration of the mind, the greater the image
(Bagley, Lavin, 1988).
Using the thematic unit of homelessness, I have set the stage for a session of
creative imagery by discussing quality
literature on the topic. Through a booktalk, I have given the students suggestions for reading about the unit that we
will do with the homeless. The titles I
have used are Monkey Island by Paula
Fox; Sam and the Moon Queen by
Alison Herzig and Jane Mali; Fly Away
Home by Eve Bunting; Home edited by
Michael Rosen and Baby by Patricia
MacLachlan. Each of these books discusses a form of homelessness and are
appropriate to the 4-6 grade student.
After leading the students through an
exercise designed to have them experience homelessness in their own inner
beings, I ask the class to discuss what
they personally felt as they were thinking about homelessness in their own creative imaging experience. Finally, we
respond to the topic of homelessness
through writing in one of the genres.
Final thoughts
The role of the imagination in our literacy programs must be taken seriously.
For without the rich, flowing background of a well-evolved imagination,
children fail to fully participate in the
reading and writing experiences. We
must give credence and respect to the
activities of the imagination which don't
give children packaged answers but
rather ask these children to go within
themselves to listen to their own hearts
(Paterson, 1989).
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narratite imagination. London, The

By opening the door to the world of
the child, and asking that this world
become a part of our daily curriculum,
we validate the world outside of school.
Perhaps we begin to bridge the gap
between how our students live and how
we teach.
Through the activities that have been
a part of the Writing Workshop for these
fourth and fifth grade students, we have
brought the reader and the writer into
the forefront and presented ways to
encourage literacy which involves using
the imagination.
A strong literature-based reading and
writing program indeed provides the
child with ample food for developing the
imagination. A strong literature program
provides tools and resources for living a
full and well-nourished life. "An educated imagination is fundamental to the survival of a sane society" (Sloan, 1991).
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